38           SHAKESPEARE'S BOY ACTORS
fifteen, be competent to play important roles very
well.
Before turning to the Study of the Shakespearian
women's roles it is necessary to consider briefly the
nature of the dramatic illusion which the Elizabethan
theatre provided, The first impression which is re-
. ceived by the Student who attempts such a task is one
1 of hopeless confusion of method. The Stage is bare
and open, and the means of entrance to it are limited,
and yet such oddities as individual trees and mossy
banks make occasional appearances upon it. The
Style of a&ing is formal and exaggerated, yet scenes of
wonderfully delicate pathos or comedy are met with
in Elizabethan plays. Verse is used to supply the
atmosphere of moSt of the scenes but severed heads
and limbs are introduced to give a grisly reality to
certain incidents. The Elizabethan Stage does not
adhere either to the formalism which its limited
resources seemed to impose upon it nor does it make
a determined effort toward naturalism, but wavers
between the two and employs each in turn and both
together as the whim of the dramatist diftates. It is
extremely likely, however, that this ecleftic method of
presentation was a Strength and not a weakness, and
provided a very adaptable medium with which to
work. The consistency with which the Viftorians, led
by Charles Kean, produced Shakespeare's plays on
the representational Stage served only to disgust the
members of his audience who cared for their poetry,
and the dreariness of certain recent experiments in
the plays are performed ia symbolic illumina-